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DEPARTMENT  OF  STATE  LANDS 


MARC  HACICOT,  GOVERNOR 


(406)  444-2074 


STATE  OF  MONTANA 


August  5,  1993 


1625  ELEVENTH  AVENUE 
HELENA,  MONTANA  59620-1601 


P.O.  BOX  201601 


Dear  Reader: 

Enclosed  for  your  review  is  an  Environmental  Assessment  (EA) 
prepared  by  the  Department  of  State  Lands   (DSL) .     The  EA 
evaluates  a  proposal  by  Sapphire  Village  Permit  Holders 
Association  to  permit  a  1,100  foot  long  section  of  the  yogo  dike 
for  the  purpose  of  hand  digging  for  yogo  sapphires  by  members  of 
the  association. 

Public  comment  on  this  EA  will  be  received  by  the  DSL  until 
5:00  PM  Friday,  August  27,  1993. 

Comments  should  be  about  the  adequacy  of  the  EA  in  assessing 
issues,  new  information  not  considered  that  may  influence  the 
analysis,  and  clarification.     Comments  should  be  specific.  The 
DSL  will  use  these  comments  and  staff  responses,  the  EA,  and  the 
application  to  make  a  final  decision  on  the  permit.     The  decision 
may  be  to  approve  the  proposal,  deny  the  proposal,  or  approve  the 
proposal  with  additional  modifications. 

Comments  will  be  accepted  by  phone  (406)   444-2074,  or  by 
writing  to: 


Thank  you  for  your  time  and  consideration.     Please  call  if 
you  have  any  questions. 

Sincerely, 


Pete  Strazdas 
Hard  Rock  Bureau 
Department  of  State  Lands 


1625  11th  Avenue 
Helena,  MT  59620 


Pete  Strazdas-^ 
Reclamation  Program  Supervisor 
Hard  Rock  Bureau 
Reclamation  Division 
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enclosure 


"AN  EQUAL  OPPORTUNITY  EMPLOYER  ' 


ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT 

APPLICANT:      Sapphire  Village  Permit  Holders  Association  

TYPE  OF  OPERATION:       Hand  Digeing  

LOCATION:      Section  23:  T13N  RUE   COUNTY:    Judith  Basin 

PERSON  PREPARING  E.A.:      Pete  Strazdas  


APPLICATION  COMPLETE:       July  9.  1993  E.A.  COMPLETE:     August  5.  1993 

Date  Date 


POTENTIAL  IMPACTS 

A 

B 

C 

LONG 
TERM 

SHORT 
TERM 

AMPLIFICATION 

PHYSICAL  ENVIRONMENT 

1.  TOPOGRAPHY 

X 

2.  GEOLOGY;  Stability 

X 

3.  SOILS;  Oualitv,  Distribution 

X 

X 

4.  WATER;  Oualitv;  Quantity; 
Distribution 

X 

5.  AIR;  Quality 

X 

6.  UNIQUE.  ENDANGERED.  FRA- 
GILE, or  LIMITED  environmental 
resources 

X 

BIOLOGICAL  ENVIRONMENT 

I.  TERRESTRIAL.  AVIAN,  and 
AQUATIC;  species  and  habitats 

X 

2.  VEGETATION;  quantity,  quality, 
species 

X 

X 

3.  AGRICULTURE;  grazing,  crops 
production 

X 

HUMAN  ENVIRONMENT 

1.  SOCIAL;  structures  and  mores 

X 

X 

2.  CULTURAL  uniqueness,  diversity 

X 

3.  POPULATION;  quantity  and 
diversity 

X 

4.  HOUSING;  quantity  and 
distribution 

X 

POTENTIAL  IMPACTS 

A 

B 

C 

LONG 
TERM 

SHORT 
TERM 

AMPLIFICATION 

5.  HUMAN  HEALTH  &  SAFETY 

6.  COMMUNITY  &  PERSONAL 
INCOME 

X 

7.  EMPLOYMENT;  quantity  and 
distribution 

X 

8.  TAX  BASE:  local  and  state  tax 
revenue 

X 

9.  GOVERNMENT  SERVICES: 
demand 

X 

10.  INDUSTRIAL,  COMMERCIAL 
and  AGRICULTURAL  activities 

X 

11.  HISTORICAL  and 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL 

X 

X 

12.  AESTHETICS 

X 

1'^    TJMVTPOMAyfTJlsrrAT  PT  AM^  onH 
IJ.  HIN  V  ll\VJl^  IVlLll^  i /VL-i  X  Li/VlNo  aUU 

GOALS;  local  and  regional 

Y 

14.  DEMANDS  on  ENVIRON- 
MENTAL RESOURCES  of  land, 
water,  air  and  energy 

X 

15.  TRANSPORTATION:  networks 
and  traffic  flows 

X 

CUMULATIVE  EFFECTS:      See  discussion  in  EA 


PUBLIC  INVOLVEMENT:      Public  Notice  of  Application.  Public  Meeting  7/10/93.  and  30  day  Public  Comment 
Period  on  EA. 

ALTERNATIVES  CONSIDERED:     Denial  of  application.  

COMPLIANCE  STATUS:      There  are  no  compliance  issues  with  the  applicant.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  CONCERNING  PREPARATION  OF  AN  EIS:    Not  warranted  at  this  level  of  disturbance. 

OTHER  GROUPS  OR  AGENCIES  CONTACTED  OR  WHICH  MAY  HAVE  OVERLAPPING  JURISDICTION: 
None  

INDIVIDUALS  OR  GROUPS  CONTRIBUTING  TO  THIS  EA:  Pete  Strazdas 
A:  Significant  Unavoidable  Impacts 
B:  Insignificant  as  a  result  of  conditioned  mitigation 


C:  Insignificant  as  proposed 


SAPPHIRE  VILLAGE  PERMIT  HOLDERS  ASSOCIATION 
ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT 


BACKGROUND 

Portions  of  the  Yogo  Dike  had  been  mined  by  English  and  American 
companies  in  the  19th  and  early  20th  centuries.     Beginning  in 
1969  and  continuously  since  then  building  lots  have  been  sold  to 
individuals  in  an  area  designated  as  Sapphire  Village.  Purchase 
of  these  lots  included  hand  digging  rights  for  sapphires  in 
section  23:  T13N  RllE,  Judith  Basin  County. 

In  the  early  1980's,  Roncor  Inc.,  the  present  property  owner, 
leased  the  mining  rights  on  the  Yogo  Dike  to  Intergem  Inc. . 
Intergem  obtained  an  operating  permit  from  the  Department  of 
State  Lands  (DSL)   in  1983  and  mined  a  length  of  dike  some  1.2 
miles  long.     This  mining  area  included  section  23,  effectively 
dispossessing  the  villagers. 

DSL  forfeited  Intergem' s  two  reclamation  bonds,   in  the  amount  of 
$71,600,  in  1987  for  failure  to  reclaim  the  mine  within  the 
statutory  two  year  period.     The  amount  of  bond  was  found  to  be 
inadequate  to  complete  reclamation  of  the  two  sites  covered  by 
the  permits,  the  dike  and  a  wash  plant  site  on  Yogo  Creek. 
Therefore,  DSL  entered  into  negotiations  with  Excel  Financial 
Corp.    (Intergems  successor  in  interest)  and  Roncor  to  achieve 
reclamation  in  a  mutually  agreeable  manner. 

An  agreement  was  signed  in  Dec.  1990,  which  stipulated  that 
Roncor  on  behalf  of  Intergem/ Excel  would  reclaim  the  Intergem 
trench  in  3  years  in  3  equal  segments.     The  trench  reclamation 
portion  is  to  be  completed  this  year,  1993.       DSL,  for  its  part, 
would  not  pursue  execution  of  a  default  judgement  against 
Intergem  in  the  amount  of  $235,748.00,  which  is  the  presumed 
amount  of  bond  shortfall. 

Successful  completion  of  this  agreement  would  destroy  any 
opportunity  the  villagers  may  have  for  further  hand  digging  in 
section  23.  In  the  past,  to  compensate  for  the  loss  of  digging 
opportunities  on  section  23,  Roncor  had  granted  the  villagers 
permissive  digging  on  other  portions  of  the  property.  However, 
uncertainty  concerning  continued  access  to  the  permissive  digging 
areas  has  prompted  the  villagers  to  assure  access  to  the  portion 
of  section  23  to  which  they  have  a  legal  right. 

In  addition,  the  mining  by  Intergem  on  section  23  and  other 
uncertainties  concerning  permissive  digging  engendered  a  long 
series  of  disputes  between  some  of  the  village  people  and  Roncor, 
which  culminated  in  a  series  of  law  suits  during  1990  -  1992. 
The  upshot  of  the  several  cases  is  that  the  villagers  involved  in 
the  suit  won  their  case  against  Roncor  and  were  compensated  by  a 


cash  settlement.     They  also  apparently  thereby  lost  any  further 
claim  to  digging  rights  from  Roncor. 

Villagers  who  were  not  involved  in  the  suits  have  reorganized  as 
Sapphire  Village  Permit  Holders  Association  (SVPHA)   and  have 
applied  to  DSL  for  an  operating  permit  to  cover  their  activities 
on  section  23. 

In  the  Fall  of  1992,  DSL  agreed  to  temporarily  keep  open  that 
portion  of  the  dike  in  section  23  on  which  the  SVPHA  would  make 
application  for  an  operating  permit.     DSL  also  agreed  to  hold 
open  a  portion  of  dike  which  AMAX  Exploration  would  need  to  drive 
an  exploration  adit.     Roncor  continues  to  backfill  all  other 
portions  of  the  dike. 

On  May  17,   1993,  Amax  Exploration  made  application  to  amend  their 
existing  exploration  license  to  drive  two  adits  into  the  Yogo 
Dike.     One  of  these  adits  is  in  the  Intergem  area,  the  other  is 
on  the  old  dike  and  not  affected  by  these  agreements.     Amax  has 
posted  a  reclamation  bond  in  the  amount  of  $31,650.00  for  their 
activities  at  the  two  dike  locations  and  at  the  wash  plant  site. 
Amax  has  thereby  relieved  Intergem/ Excel  of  reclamation 
obligation  on  a  600  ft.   segment  of  the  dike  by  posting  the 
replacement  bond,  of  which  $15,800.00  is  obligated  to  reclamation 
of  the  adit  on  the  Intergem  portion  of  the  dike. 


OPERATING  PLAN 

Approximately  1,100  feet  of  the  Intergem  dike  in  the  northwest 
portion  of  section  23  would  be  affected  by  this  proposal.  The 
trench  in  this  section  of  dike  is  a  shallow  cut,  5-10  feet 
deep,  with  the  overburden  piled  10  -  15  feet  high  on  either  side 
of  the  cut.     The  SVPHA  proposes  to  work  within  this  disturbance 
created  by  Intergem. 

Authorized  permit  holders  would  be  allowed  two  15'X15'  claims  in 
this  area  on  which  they  may  hand  dig  up  to  four  buckets  of 
sapphire  bearing  ore  per  day.     The  bucket  may  be  no  larger  than  5 
gallons  in  size.  No  electrical  or  power  equipment  nor  explosives 
or  chemicals  may  be  used. 

Digging  begins  on  April  15  and  continues  until  the  day  before  the 
opening  of  the  big  game  rifle  hunting  season. 


RECLAMATION  PLAN 


Bond  in  the  amount  of  $5,700.00  would  be  held  by  the  DSL  to 
assure  that  reclamation  occurs.  Reclamation  would  consist  of 
grading  the  area  to  approximate  natural  contour  with  a  dozer  and 
seeding  the  regraded  site  with  a  mostly  native  grass  seed  mix. 


POTENTIAL  IMPACTS 


PHYSICAL  ENVIRONMENT 

3.     Soils:     Soils  over  the  dike  were  not  saved  by  Intergem  during 
excavation  of  the  dike.     Soil  and  overburden  material  were  mixed 
during  exposure  of  the  dike.     This  material  remains  stockpiled 
beside  the  trench  and  will  be  available  and  suitable  for  use 
during  reclamation.     Activities  of  the  SVPHA  would  have  no 
further  impact  on  the  soil  resource. 


BIOLOGICAL  ENVIRONMENT 

1.  Terrestrial,  Avian,  and  Aquatic:     The  Yogo  Dike  is  beside  the 
Judith  River  Game  Range  which  provides  winter  range  for  a  large 
herd  of  elk.     The  activities  proposed  by  SVPHA  would  not  change 
the  level  of  activity  already  occurring  along  the  dike,  hence  no 
impact  to  the  elk  is  anticipated. 

2.  Vegetation:     The  areas  which  were  disturbed  by  Intergem  were 
not  revegetated  and  have  become  infested  with  a  host  of  weeds, 
including  Canada  and  musk  thistle,  houndstongue ,  henbane,  and 
cheatgrass,  along  with  species  of  annual  mustards.     These  weeds 
will  present  competition  to  the  establishment  of  desirable 
vegetation  at  reclamation.     In  an  effort  to  suppress  the  weeds, 
SVPHA  would  be  required  to  smooth  and  seed  the  overburden  piles 
along  the  section  of  dike  to  be  covered  by  this  permit. 

HUMAN  ENVIRONMENT 

1.     Social:     Digging  for  the  Yogo  sapphire  has  provided 
recreation  and  income  for  many  people  for  a  number  of  years.  In 
addition,  this  low  level  activity  has  provided  a  source  of  the 
unique  gem  for  the  jewelry  market.     Issuance  of  the  permit  would 
forestall  immediate  reclamation  of  the  1,100  feet  of  dike  and 
thereby  would  allow  this  activity  to  continue  should  other 
permissive  digging  areas  become  unavailable  to  the  village 
people. 

12.     Historical  and  Archeological :     There  are  several  historic 
features  associated  with  the  old  Yogo  mine,   including  the  Gadsen 
house,  old  tailing  dams,  and  the  old  English  mine  workings. 
These  features  would  not  be  affected  by  this  proposal.     They  are 
not  in  the  immediate  location  of  the  permit  application  and  the 
hand  digging  activities  would  have  minimal  impact  in  any  event. 

CUMULATIVE  EFFECTS 

There  are  three  other  ventures  involved  in  mining  the  yogo 
sapphire  at  this  time. 


Vortex,  Inc.  is  a  small  company,  mining  underground  approximately 

1.5  miles  to  the  west,   in  sections  20  &  21:  T13N  RllE.  Vortex  is 
operating  under  a  small  miners  exclusion  statement  (SMES) .  Total 
surface  disturbance  at  the  site  is  approximately  2  acres.  This 
company  has  been  mining  for  several  years  without  negative 
environmental  impacts . 

In  so  far  as  Vortex  is  removed  from  the  proposed  permit  area  and 
has  been  operating  continuously  while  hand  digging  on  the  dike 
has  also  continued,  no  additional  cumulative  impact  is 
anticipated. 

Roncor,  Inc.  is  the  surface  and  mineral  owner  of  the  dike  and  is 
also  operating  under  a  SMES.     Roncor  uses  the  wash  plant  site 
previously  used  by  Intergem,  on  Yogo  Creek  to  process  the  Yogo 
bearing  ore.     Roncor  has  mined  the  ore  at  several  locations 
within  sections  20,  21  and  23   :T13N  RllE,  along  the  Yogo  Dike. 

Roncor 's  activities  have  led  to  noncompliance  actions  by  the 
Department  of  State  Lands   (DSL)   in  the  past.     These  situations 
have  been  resolved.     At  this  time  Roncor 's  active  disturbance  is 

3 . 6  acres  with  continuing  reclamation  responsibility  at  two  other 
mining  locations  totaling  3.9  acres. 

Like  Vortex,  Roncor 's  activities  have  been  continuous  with  the 
hand  digging  and  are  not  expected  to  have  any  cumulative  impacts 
above  those  already  occurring. 

Amax  Exploration,  Inc.  has  recently  obtained  a  lease  from  Roncor 
to  evaluate  the  property.     Under  terms  of  the  Exploration  License 
issued  by  DSL,  Amax  is  driving  two  exploration  adits,  one  in  the 
Intergem  trench  adjacent  to  the  proposed  permit  area,  the  other 
on  the  old  English  portion  of  the  trench.     This  activity  is 
limited  in  scope,  both  in  time  and  space,  and  is  bonded  for 
reclamation  of  all  disturbances. 

If  the  evaluation  does  not  yield  attractive  results  for  the 
company  the  sites  will  be  reclaimed,  and  no  further  impact  will 
occur.     Conversely,  if  the  evaluation    proves  that  an 
economically  viable  deposit  exits,  mining  on  a  larger  scale  than 
is  presently  found  on  the  dike  can  be  expected.     If  mining  on  a 
larger  scale  is  proposed,   impacts  beyond  those  described  in  this 
document  would  be  expected.     The  company  would  be  required  to 
apply  for  an  operating  permit  from  DSL  and  an  environmental 
document  would  be  prepared  and  made  available  for  public  comment, 
to  evaluate  the  impacts  of  that  proposal. 
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